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Contribution 
Freedom Of Education: A Matter Of Thinking Together Within A Plurality Of 
Unequal People? 
 
In this paper we wish to discuss the wicked issue of educational freedom by approaching it from 
different (i.e. legal, pedagogic and philosophic) perspectives. In the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948) education is seen as a fundamental human right. Everyone has the right to 
education. Education  shall  be  free,  at  least  in  the  elementary   and   fundamental stages (art. 
26).  The State is responsible to organise free compulsory education for everyone – despite one’s 
nationality, religious beliefs, etc. Furthermore, the Declaration states that “Parents have a prior 
right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children....” (art. 26). The state 
has to respect that parents can choose for their children schools, other than those established by 
the public authorities (see also The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (1966), art. 13; OIDEL-report). And finally: Education shall be  directed to the  full 
development  of  the  human  personality and (...) promotes individual freedom and empowerment 
(…). (art. 26). Freedom, in this way, refers to the purpose of education (i.e. ‘why education’). 
However, educational freedom has become a complex issue. On the one hand, one cannot ignore 
certain contemporary influences that reduce this constitutional educational freedom. Some accuse 
educational policy makers of the excesses of top-down control, testing and bureaucracy and a lack 
of educational flexibility in order to dismiss the academic freedom and the autonomy of teachers. 
Others refer to the impact of educational studies on learning effectiveness and efficacy. As Glenn 
and De Groof state: ‘the freedom or school autonomy may be sacrificed to accountability’ (Glenn & 
De Groof, 2015). On the other hand, defenders of educational freedom refer to the Freedom of 
Education Index: “(…) it is important to notice that among countries with the highest level of 
freedom we find some of the best PISA results; such as the Republic of Korea, Finland, the 
Netherlands, Australia, Belgium and Ireland.” (Fernandez, A. & Grau, I., 2016, p. 324). 
  
What is at stake today is how to maintain balance between a controlling government in relation to 
the autonomy of teachers taking for granted that both actors focus on liberal education (cf. 
Glenn  & De Groof, 2015; Ceulemans, 2015). 
  
Challenged by the work of Hannah Arendt we want to reconsider the (liberal) idea of freedom 
(Arendt, 1958; 1961). As Arendt argues freedom is not the ability to choose amongst a set of 
possible alternatives, the absence of domination and obstruction (cf. Mill, 1859) nor does it find its 
origin in  personal will. “Freedom is to call something into being which did not exist before, which 
was not given, not even as an object of cognition or imagination, and which therefore, strictly 
speaking, could not be known” (Arendt, 1961, p. 151). To be free means that our actions must 
therefore be without purpose nor intention. If not, we are performers or act on the demands of our 
will (i.e. desire). Only by action and moreover, in the inter-action between human beings (what we 
call ‘dialogue’), we reveal what really matters to us (Arendt, 1961, p. 146). Precisely in the 
dialogue with others where arguments and perspectives are exchanged in order to understand each 
other’s point of view, a new world will be created. At that precise moment of discussion and 
deliberation, we form a communality which Arendt calls a ‘world’. A (small) public world, as Arendt 
explains, is where things make sense for everybody. Exactly this is the effect(ivity) of the act of 
freedom, the act of ‘being educated’. 
 
 
Method 
This research paper is part of a qualitative research project concerning the question ‘Do we need 
educational freedom?’. The purpose of this research is to gather arguments, (different) meanings 
and experiences with regard to educational freedom. The method we use is deliberative inquiry 
(See f.e. Kanuka, 2010; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Carcasson, 2016). We set op eight research 
trajectories (different groups of students, teachers, teacher trainers, policy makers, educational 
developers mix groups, etc.) where we discussed on the question ‘Do we need freedom of 
education?’ in order to get a view on the relationship between ‘education and freedom’. In this 
paper we explore one of the conclusion of this research concerning the relationship between 
‘educational freedom and deliberative inquiry’. 
  
Expected Outcomes 
In this paper we argue with Arendt that educational freedom is not a matter of choosing (which is 
dear to the liberal tradition). Therefore, we can question whether it is still worthwhile to focus on 
the contemporary tension between, on the one hand the academic freedom of teachers and the 
freedom of parents and children and on the other hand the government who seem to increase this 
(individual) freedom of choice. So, we do not provide answers in order to attain a successful 
balance (between freedom and authority and control), but rather make a plea for a new way of 
thinking about freedom (cf. Yun, 2014).  
 
Whilst today we seem to hold on to educational freedom as the ability to choose, we will show that 
Arendt’s notion on freedom directs us to an alternative meaning of ‘educational freedom’; 
educational freedom revealed where a plurality of unequal people are gathered around a table and 
connect to each other in dialogue, demands, as a consequence, a different organisation of 
education. Deliberative inquiry as a way of organising ourselves as a group of people, opens up this 
space of freedom. Deliberative inquiry is a method whereby the (philosophic) dialogue stands 
central (Hanssen, 2008; Carcasson, 2015). In this inter-action there is no other goal than the act 
itself: it is about making things common (‘to understand’, cf. London, 2015)).  
 
Therefore, we do not need teachers who see themselves as representatives of an (known) world or 
tradition nor as experts in a discipline or a certain subject. But above all ‘as lovers of the world’, 
i.e. who can gather pupils around a table, put something amid and are curious about the truth that 
is hidden in all the gathered ones. 
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